Th is meticulously researched book tells much. Written authoritatively but engagingly, the narrative delves deeply into a little-studied and less-understood aspect of western American history. Focusing on small towns, communities, and First Nations reserves in British Columbia and Alberta, Mary-Ellen Kelm tells the story of rodeo in western Canada from its beginnings as informal bucking contests, through its halcyon years as a leading festive event in many small towns and communities, to its organization as a professional sport. But Kelm does much more, and it is her perceptive observations about the sport of rodeo on other levels and her integration of Aboriginals into her narrative that make this book so valuable historically.
Kelm recognizes rodeo for its signifi cance in keeping alive the spirit of the ranching frontier by ritualizing the conquest of Nature. She further agrees that rodeo reinforced the values of the new West by advertising the triumph of settlement. She follows familiar lines when she stresses gender bias and masculinity in the rodeo cowboy, and discusses how professional rodeo organizations have used the rodeo performer to craft an acceptable, modern, and somewhat sanitized image of the cowboy.
Th ese, however, are not major themes. Instead, Kelm concentrates on showing how rodeos were cultural performances that helped build communities economically and socially. By celebrating the past through rodeos, small towns legitimatized their own social memories. In short, Kelm contends that small communities came to defi ne themselves by the
